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In judging a Conservative leader to-day it is not a question of what he is, but what he will be forced to create himself. He will be disillusioned against his fondest wishes. Accepting the fact that Mr. Baldwin considered it his duty to lead Conservatism through the post war years it is only fair to judge him in relation to his task.
After the debacle in November, 1923, he desired personally that Labour should take office. For several days he had neither the will nor the intention to play the party game. The uncongenial task of being ingenious was almost thrust upon him. The clear Conservative majority of seventy-five over all parties had fallen to a minority of ninety-six. It was quite clear that the responsibility for the catastrophe fell upon his shoulders and that, judged from a party point of view, it had been the result of his impetuosity. At that moment there were forces within the party that could probably have stampeded him into retirement. As events turned out the Conservative Administration decided to remain in of&ce and move the Address at the commencement of the next session in January, 1924. During the week-end of December 8th the Prime Minister consulted several of his closest advisors at Chequers. On Monday, December loth he returned to London and tendered his intimation to the King.
This action saved Mr. Baldwin although it had been prompted by many mere tactical considerations such as giving Labour her chance under circumstances in which she could do little harm. It also saved Labour from the extreme embarrassment of forming an administration in all the hurry of its first flush of almost unexpected success. On this first occasion Mr. Baldwin remained in office at the behest of circumstances, it was a tide in his affairs but unpremeditated by himself, and, therefore, as it was shortly to prove, a source of weakening in his power.
If his intention had been to play the party game, no doubt should ever have been displayed as to the advisability of carrying on despite the moral defeat. The party-minded